A Joke for the Miliennium (and some others) 
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In 1989 Omnibus readers were offered a sample of the material 
assembled in the Philogelos (Friend of laughter), an ancient 
compilation credited to the otherwise unknown Hicrocles and 
Philagrius. A further selection followed in 1990, and ended with 
the promise of a third instalment; however, more serious matters 
had to lake precedence. Meanwhile Lindsey Davis’ Imsi act in 
Palmyra (1994) highlighted an ancient jokebook worth killing 
for. 

The postponement of this selection has lent a certain topical- 
ity to the only joke which can be securely connected with an 
historical event, the games celebrating Rome's millennium in 
April 248; like very many Philogelos anecdotes it features the 
scholastikos, the intellectual who overlooks a factor obvious to 
common sense. 

62. At the festival celebrating the millennium of Rome’s foun- 
dation a scholastikos saw a defeated athlete in tears and tried to 
console him. ‘Never mind. You’ll be a winner at the next millen- 
nium games!’ 

The predominance and variety of scholastikos jokes suggest 
a low estimate of the value of education. 

30. A scholastikos was on a voyage and the ship was in danger 
of being wrecked; so he asked for writing tablets, to make his 
will. Noticing that his slaves were alarmed he said ‘Don't worry, 
I’ve set you free in my will.’ 

39. Two scholastikoi were going for a walk. Seeing a black hen, 
one said to the other ‘Perhaps her rooster has died.’ 



64. A scholastikos bought sonic trousers, but as they were loo 
light he could hardly get them on, so he treated himself with hair- 
remover. (Trousers were evidently now normal memwear, no 
longer associated with savages from the steppe and effeminate 
Orientals.) 

91. W hen a scholastikos invited some friends to a meal they were 
full of praise for the pig's head which he served, and said they 
wanted to eat with him again the nest day. So he went to the 
butcher and said ‘Give me another head from the same pig: the 
one we had yesterday was delicious.’ 

Those who claimed paranormal insight or skill in prediction 
are the butt of several jokes, with particular emphasis on their 
agility in extricating themselves from the embarrassment created 
by their mistakes. 

201. On returning from a journey a man asked an incompetent 
prophet about his relatives. 'They are all well, including your 
father.’ But my father’ s been dead ten years.’ ‘Well, you don't 
know your real father.’ 

202. A bungling astrologer drew up a horoscope and told his 
client ‘The circumstances of your birth do not allow you to beget 
children.’ ‘But 1 have seven.’ ‘Then look after them.' 

It is no surprise to find misogynists among the targets. 

247. A misogynist was occupied with his wife's funeral. When 
someone asked ‘Who has found rest'.’’ he said ‘Me, now she’s 
gone’. (The verb here translated ‘found rest’, anepausato, is 
often used on tombstones, both pre-Christian and Christian.) 

249. A misogynist was seriously ill. When his wife said ‘If 
anything happens to you I shall hang myself , he opened his eyes 
and said ‘Do me that favour while I’m still alive.’ 

But we end on a happier note: 


244. A young man said to his wife ‘What shall we do, eat or 
make loveT ‘As you like: but ibere’s nothing to cat.’ 
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